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Remarks to the 58th Montana Legislative Assembly
Good afternoon.
Speaker Mood. President Keenan. Minority Leader Tester. Minority Leader
Wanzenreid. And members of the 58' Legislative Assembly.
Thanks for inviting me. And thanks for your warm welcome as I come back to the
Montana Legislature. It's been a long time since I've had the pleasure of serving with
you.
I am deeply humbled to be back here. I can remember vividly coming to the
Capitol to serve for the first time in 1973. Wide-eyed. Maybe a little intimidated.
Definitely less gray! Possibly less around the waistline! But most assuredly excited to
help our state. To serve Montanans.
That time shaped my views and reinforced my dedication to public service. And
having served here only deepens my respect for everything you do. How hard you work.
Believe me, I understand the long hours on the job and the challenges you face.
Especially this year. And I want to do what I can to help.
Statewide Office Holders
I want to thank all of Montana's statewide elected leaders for being here today:
-Lt. Governor Carl Ohs
- State Auditor John Morrison Vo l/
-Superintendent of Public Instruction Linda McCull u lhZh4
-Secretary of State Bob Brown
-Supreme Court Clerk Ed Smith
Iraq
Before I continue, I want to take a minute to recognize our brave Montana men and
women who are serving our country. All of the enlisted men and women. Air National
Guard members. Army National Guard members. Army and Naval Reservists.
Thousands of Montanans are fighting in defense of freedom and democracy across the
globe.
Now that our nation is at war, we must rally around our troops and come together as
Americans. Nobody likes war. But throughout the ongoing situation with Iraq, we must
remember our underlying goal: To protect our country from weapons of mass destruction
and terrorist threats and stop those who provide assistance to terrorist operations.
The Montana men and women serving our country are sons and daughters. They are
mothers and fathers. They are our friends and neighbors. Their heroic military service
makes our country a safer place. And we thank them. We thank their employers. We
thank their families. We must do everything to ensure their safety and we pray for their
safe return home.
VISION NET
We're doing something a little different here today. This joint session is being
broadcast live by our friends at Vision Net. For the first time ever, folks in 10 different
locations -- from Eureka to Westby. More than 600 miles between those communities.
They're watching us work together to move Montana forward.
Vision Net has offered its system as a public service. Right now, people from all
walks of life. Young and young at heart are watching us do the people's business. They
are watching us work together - Republicans and Democrats. Montanans and Americans.
Let me say a big hello to folks in:
(will fill in exact locations on each)
* Billings * Havre
* Westby * Scobey
* Eureka * Lame Deer
* Bainville * And Missoula
* Fairfield
Let me also thank the Office of Public Instruction. OPI is streaming this meeting over
the Internet on their website. Thanks very much Linda, and the folks at Vision Net for
providing this important public service.
Isn't that something? It really is amazing how technology affects us all? But more
importantly, how we can use technology to boost our state's economy and draw all of us
closer together. Using technology, we can transcend our great distances. We can close the
vast expanse of land that all too often divides us. We can build a bridge to a better future
for our kids and grandkids. We can tie our separate, albeit close-knit, communities
together as one Montana. We can clear the hurdles. The miles that separate us. And
connect together as one - Montanans working together to enhance our quality of life.
Our Montana neighborhood is full of a surprising diversity of characters whose
common bond is their unspeakable attachment to Montana. If there is something truly
different about Montana-something that won't let go -it is the people who won't let go
of Montana.
Working together to move Montana forward
Just as we use technology to bring our communities together as one. We as
Montana's elected leaders must bring ourselves together to move Montana forward.
* Only by working together will we get those good jobs.
* Only by working together will we boost our state's economy.
* Only by working together will we ensure our kids get a world-class education so
they can get ahead.
* Only by working together can we ensure those most in need get help from state and
federal human services
* Only by working together will we leave Montana a better place than we found it.
I realize you face immense hurdles this session. I know you've got a long row to
hoe yet. But I've seen firsthand what can be done when we work together. A little
Montana can-do attitude can go a long way. I implore all of you to forget the politics.
Forget the credit and the blame. Forget the headlines. I implore you to put the best
interests of Montana first and come together to solve the problems facing our state. It's
not my place to tell you how to legislate. What to do. What not do to. But it is my job to
get people working together. And that's what I urge you to do.
Following Mike's Example
We have our share of tough issues in Washington as well. That's why I believe
strongly in working with Montana's Congressional Delegation. I'm very proud that
Conrad, Denny, and I meet once a month in Washington to be effective for Montana.
Mike Mansfield first started these meetings. He called them "good government
meetings." And with the commemoration of his 1 00t birthday just recently passed, we
look to his example of working together. I know of no other person in public life and
public service during our history whose services to our country and Montana have been
greater than that of Senator Mansfield.
I'd like to share briefly will all of you how a newspaper in northwest Montana
characterized Mike during his first year as a U.S. Senator. "His philosophy (the
newspaper wrote) is that he is a Democrat, yes, but first he is a U. S. Senator. He is
sometimes liberal, sometimes conservative. But uppermost in his mind is this thought:
What is best for the people? Mike Mansfield is an individualist. But he will work with
anyone and everyone when he feels the net result will produce something beneficial to
the nation and Montana."
We should all think about that as we represent Montana.
Tough issues in Washington
Like Montana, our Nation's economy is struggling. National unemployment is on
the rise. Federal budget deficits loom. Our nation's health care and retirement system is
in bad need of repair. We are facing war with Iraq. North Korea is flexing its muscles and
threatening another nuclear arms build up.
Never in my years of public service have I been so concerned about our country.
Our people. And never have I realized such a need for all of us to work together.
Economic stimulus and job creation:
For more than a year and a half, I had the privilege of serving as the chairman of
the Senate Finance Committee. But being Top Democrat isn't half-bad either. Our
chairman, Chuck Grassley, is a great guy to work with. He's a close, personal friend of
mine. Chuck's from Iowa - a farm state, a rural state. He's not only aware of the issues
affecting rural areas. He truly understands them.
Domestically, the question of the day in Washington is the economy -- how best to
spur economic growth and job creation. And as a leading member of the Finance
Committee, I'm in a position to be effective for Montana.
I think we all agree something must be done. And I firmly believe helping states
recover from budget shortfalls is economic stimulus. It will spur growth and create jobs.
I'm working now with a group of moderate senators to craft an economic stimulus
plan that will provide tax cuts to boost the economy. And I'll do everything in my power
to provide significant aid to states, like Montana, that are facing budget deficits.
The president has offered a plan that would exceed $700 billion. I came out with a
$160-billion plan earlier this year. And just last week, I offered to meet the president in
the middle at about $350 billion.
Whatever the final price tag may be, we must pass a plan that will give Montana's
and America's economy the shot in the arm that it needs. But to do that, we'll have to
work together. You can bet I'm committed to working with both parties in the Congress
and the White House to hammer out a compromise that everyone can get behind.
There are other important issues facing the Congress as well.
In addition to passing an economic stimulus and jobs plan this year, I'm committed to:
* Writing and passing a new highway bill that will bring even more dollars and
good-paying highway jobs to Montana. I'm very proud of the big increase we got
in the last highway bill. We went from about $160 million every year for six years
to about $260 million. That's a 60 percent increase. And those highway dollars
account for more than 11,000 good-paying jobs in Montana. This year, I'm proud
to be working with Denny on the new highway bill. He's on the transportation
committee in the House; I'm on the highway committee in the Senate.
* I'm committed to establishing an asbestos health-care fund so we can ensure
residents in Libby get the health care they need and deserve for years to come. I
just reintroduced my bill just this week. Clearly, folks in Libby have suffered
enough. Folks are dying up there. We need to continue to do everything we can to
help them get a clean bill of health.
* I'm committed to passing a real prescription drug benefit that works in rural areas.
So seniors don't have to choose between paying the bills and keeping the heat and
lights on and getting the prescription drugs they need. I'm working hard on the
Finance Committee to make sure Montanans can get quality, affordable health care
- no matter where they live.
* I'm committed to helping farmers and ranchers weather this unrelenting drought.
This drought is as bad as I've ever seen it. I've walked through the fields, I've seen
the dust blow. I know farmers and ranchers are hurting. As you know, the
Congress passed a drought aid package that falls well short of what we were
pushing for. It's not nearly enough. I've been in the fields. I've seen first hand how
bad this drought has hurt our producers. That's why I'll keep fighting for
meaningful disaster assistance this year.
* I'm committed to passing energy tax incentives. So all Montanans and businesses
have access to reliable, affordable energy. My plan will increase domestic
production, promote conservation, and boost alternative sources of energy like
wind, solar, biomass, and ethanol.
* I'm committed to working to provide full funding for the No Child Left Behind
Act. This is critically important. I've met with education leaders and teachers
across Montana. I just came from visiting a preschool here in Helena at Rocky
Mountain Development Council. And before I came up here to the chambers I
visited with 4th graders from Smith School in the Rotunda. And I can tell you we
can't let these new education reforms become an unfunded mandate.
3rd Economic Development Summit
All of this comes back to the economy. My top priority continues to be working
with the private sector, the delegation, the governor, the legislature and the local elected
officials to boost Montana's economy and create more good-paying jobs in our state. Our
kids shouldn't have to leave Montana to find good jobs and raise their families.
We need to continue to roll up our sleeves and work together. As author Sam
Ewing once said, "Hard work spotlights the character of people: some turn up their
sleeves, some turn up their noses, and some don't turn up at all."
As Montanans, we value hard work. And we're not afraid to roll up our sleeves and
get the job done. That's what we need to do to bring more jobs, more businesses, and a
better economy to Montana.
A few years ago, I got tired of hearing about Montana's economic statistics.
You've heard them. And we're all tired of being on the last rung of the economic ladder.
That's why I put together the Montana Economic Development Summit in Great
Falls in 2000. More than a 1,000 people got together to hammer out ways to boost our
state's economy and get those good jobs we all want. It was a good first step and I was
proud of that effort.
And in 2001, I asked Governor Martz, and Conrad and Denny to sponsor the
second summit. More than 13 hundred people attended the second year.
Out of these summits came the Economic Development Action group. We call it
EDAG. The group is headed by my friend and billings banker Tom Scott. They are
charged with working together with the private sector, government officials, and others to
help move our state forward. Tom is also a member of the Governor's Economic
Advisory Council.
I'm very pleased to announce that we are holding our 3rd Montana Economic
Development Summit this year in Billings. Again - this is a joint effort between Judy,
Conrad, Denny, EDAG and I. And we're all very glad to be working together.
This year, we're going to focus on recruiting new businesses to Montana.
And we're going to focus on the Governor's idea to develop a strategy centered on
Montana's existing and emerging industry clusters. We must identify those
economic clusters and then concentrate on growing interrelated groups of
companies. This will require that we begin to focus our other supporting programs
(financial, technical support and work force) on growing and enhancing these
clusters.
I highly encourage all of you to attend the 3rd Montana Economic
Development Summit. And we want you to be a big part of it. Again, we all need
to work together on our state's economy. Mark your calendars. May 28th and 29th
in Billings.
Tom Scott is here with us today. And I want to thank him for taking such a strong
interest in Montana's future. Tom and I are going to sit down with the Governor and the
leadership of both parties here this afternoon.
Conclusion
Again. It's working together. We're all red-blooded Montanans. As Thomas
Jefferson said: "We must hang together or, most assuredly, we'll hang separately."
And as the bicentennial of the Lewis and Clark expedition draws near, I think it's
important for all of us to look to their example of working together.
Separately, they were Meriwether Lewis and William Clark. Together, they were
Lewis and Clark. There would have been no Lewis without Clark. There would have
been no Clark without Lewis. And neither of them would have accomplished what they
did without the devotion of their team. They succeeded by sheer will. It took nearly three
years. Through tough winters. And lots of adversity. But more than anything else the
Corps of Discovery was a success because they worked together.
I'm deeply honored to have a job I love representing the state that I love. As
Montana's leaders, we have about 900,000 bosses. We owe it to our employers. We owe
it to ourselves. To our kids. We owe it to Montana to work together.
That is, we have a moral obligation to leave Montana in as good - or better - shape
than we found it. We are obligated to pass on a better Montana to our kids and grandkids.
The Montana our parents left us, only better.
Working together, we can build an economy to match our landscape: second to
none.
A.B. Guthrie Jr. would always tell folks in Montana: "If things go bad, surely they
will be better next year. Hang on and see," Guthrie would say. "Yes, sir you wait and
see. So we will endure, and hope is alive in us. If anyone wants to find us, here we are."
Thanks again for having me here today. Good luck in your deliberations over the
next few weeks. And thanks again to Vision Net. And thanks to all of you in xyz
communities for joining us today. Together we'll move Montana forward.
